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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:02]
TW:

Today is Wednesday, April 13th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Spencer Bitner, Associate
Director of Student Involvement within the Student Involvement and Leadership Center at Utah
State University. This is another oral history interview for the Covid Collection Project. Good
afternoon, Mr. Bitner. So, let’s start by asking you when you started your career at Utah State
University and the various positions you’ve held during your USU career.

SB:

Okay, thank you. Thanks for having me. So, I am an alum of Utah State University. So, I came up
here in 2004 as a freshman, and my first job that I ever worked was technically as a male matron
is what we called it, and it was events within the spectrum and the stadium, and what I was over
was custodial duties and then also helping with the major cleanups after that. Years later, I came
back as a student and in 2008 worked as a student technician and graduated with my
undergraduate from Utah State in 2010. And the same time that I was going into a grad program
at a different university within Utah, they offered me a full-time position here as the technical
director of the Taggart Student Center. So, my background is primarily in events and the director
of events. From then, I have held positions as the assistant director of the student center, associate
director of the student center, and now associate director within student involvement and
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leadership. So, my primary purpose at Utah State University is to help anyone from--I used to
work with the president’s office, the provost office to outside vendors and third-party people,
nonprofits come into the university and have successful events. And now, what I do currently is
directly advise the student body officers who are elected and appointed to execute their vision and
their events with student fee-funded budgets, and those events are everything from weeks of
welcome to day on the quad to the howl to homecoming events. Each individual senator and
officer has a week that celebrates their individual colleges. We have the Robins Awards, which is
the main student award ceremony that we’re over, festival of trees, Mardi gras. This week, we
have end-of-year bash, which is a block party-style concert and food trucks. So, yeah. Everything
from really small things--the other one I like to mention is [unclear]. That’s another one that’s a
serialized event that happens. It’s an open mic night. So, on top of that, I have other duties
supervising other individuals and staff and the individuals that they also advise and student
workers that work for them. Yeah, I don't know how much more detail you want than that, but
yeah.
[03:13]
TW:

That’s good. I mean, how many officers and senators are there in student government?

SB:

Currently there are 22. There’s been as many as 25. So, the--sorry. I will put that to do not
disturb. I apologize.

TW:

That’s okay.

SB:

So, currently, there are 22, like I said. Right? Yeah, 22. There used to be 25. Currently, the
officers, there are five of those that are appointed. The rest are elected by their peers within the
student body association, and that is just calculating in. We just changed our constitution during
the pandemic to better represent the statewide system that Utah State services, not just the Logan
system. So, our officers now are elected by all students that are enrolled within any of the
statewide systems. We have three officers that are elected that way. So, at USUSA now,
technically we have about 50 officers because we just brought in just this last year the officers
from USU Eastern which used to have their own student association, and now we are the Utah
State university Student Association. So, there’s a lot of change in that aspect.
But prior to the pandemic, yeah, those officers were selected. I was advising as many as 13 of
those officers directly out of the 22. I’d advise the senate and the events office, which is four
different officers - three are appointed; one is elected - and they hold the majority of the largescale events that are for campus wide. The rest of the officers hold things that are more specific.
Still open the entire campus, but more specific to their constituents that they are elected by.

[05:11]
TW:

And prior to the pandemic, how often did the senate meet?

SB:

They actually meet weekly. The senate meets weekly. The executive council also meets weekly.
the senate has a representative from all of the colleges - so, it’s the academic senate - from all the
colleges and the graduate studies, and then the executive council for Logan has a diversity and
clubs vice president, and events vice president, an athletics vice president, an executive vice
president. It used to have a student alumni and service vice president. The students recently
removed those positions. And then they have the directors. They have a PR director, a chief of
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staff, , and then the three other directors that do the student body events. So, they all meet weekly.
They meet Mondays and Tuesdays at open meetings. We have really good records of those.
Yeah, so that is something that they did maintain during the pandemic also, but that is something
that’s always happened.
TW:

But again, before we get into the pandemic, prior to the pandemic, they met in open meetings face
to face?

SB:

Yeah, weekly. Yes.

TW:

Weekly. And how is student government funded?

SB:

Through student fees. So, there is an activity fee that specifically goes toward the funding of the
student involvement leadership department and the student body officer’s scholarships, and then
also the funding for their activities and initiatives that come through there. It was $37.09 this past
year. Each student pays after they have 12 credits, so between 12 and 18 credits.

TW:

So, do you remember some of the initiatives that student government was working on in the fall
of 2019, early spring of 2020?

SB:

I could look it up better, but I know that--I believe it was 2018 or 2017. The state, there’s an
association that is all of the student body presidents from all the USHE, so the Utah Higher
Education Group, all of the student body presidents from all the higher education institutions, and
meet as a group called the Utah Student Association. BYU, is part of that, they’re not represented
in the voting number, and so is Westminster. But that association, USA actually had declared a
mental health crisis, so that’s something that they were working on. Effectively at that point, the
academic senate was working on legislation that did get passed and went through the faculty
senate at Utah State University to allow administrators to put faculty on administrative leave
because there wasn’t something in the faculty code that had that, and then also included on the
syllabi for students across the university an accessibility statement that has to be included on the
syllabus.
So, it’s very broad. It can be anything from something very simple as we’re recognizing
individually. You can go through the legislation and look at that. They did--and recognition of
somebody to the mental health crisis, and you can affect everything from the entire student body
to the academics specifically. So, I’m trying to think of anything else that was interesting at that
time. Those are some of the big ones that come out.
One of the really cool things that happened in that time, that 2019, was we finally--it was in our
second year of a facilities enhancement fund that was given to us by President Noelle Cockett
which is $200,000 that we’re able to award to student initiatives, and it’s voted on by a majority
student board. So, that was another thing that was happening. A lot of these have died over, but
those were things that were really happening in that moment prior to the pandemic.

[09:12]
TW:

And so, as we enter the calendar year 2020 and news out of China about this pandemic and it
arriving in the United States in early 2020, there were discussions I know at the national and state
level. But in early March of 2020, USU began to discuss the response to the pandemic at Utah
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State University, not only on the Logan campus but all of the various statewide centers. What was
the USUSA’s initial course of action or decisions or discussions that were going on?
SB:

Yeah. I believe we actually hosted one of the last in-person events with President Noelle Cockett,
and she made that decision to go remote after that meeting. And it was the truth of tuition
meeting, which is required by state legislation, to announce any adjustments to students’ tuition,
which is a board that some of our students sit on with her and they talk about--and they do
recommendations based off of that. So, she had the truth in tuition event that afternoon. It was a
Wednesday. I think it was the 18th of March. I don’t want to misquote that. It might’ve been the
11th. It was one of those first two days, and basically, there was a lot of speculation at that minute
of, “Will we close?” “We don’t know.” And then we had her right there with us, and she basically
announced it at that moment to, and then the press release was released.
So, our students were some of the first people to know. And our student body president who was
elected and serving at that time, his name was Sammy Ahmed, and he is actually returning
student body president. He had been elected the year prior and had won as an incumbent another
election to be the student body president again. And he was brought into the discussions very
effective as a student representative from the get-go, so he knew before most anybody knew in
that instance.
As far as our office, I mean, we were all learning very quickly together. So, initially, most of us
believed that we had to shut down for two weeks, maybe three, and we were still very much
planning the rest of our April activities and initiatives and that kind of thing to be happening in
person. We were very hopeful for that, that we would be able to do a lockdown, work remote,
have classes remote, and then be back up on campus in April.
So, we were operating under that understanding, and we only formally canceled that point the
next 10 days’ worth of events. So, the next week was our CHASS week, which is for the College
of Humanities and Social Sciences, and we canceled all of their events. We had about 350
succulent plants that we were going to give out during that event. We ended up putting those on a
table just down on the first floor. We were going to do our inaugural Big Blue’s Birthday Bash,
which was a celebration of our mascot around the same time as the founding of the university.
We canceled that event.
But yeah, we were still planning on everything else initially to be ready to go in April, so we were
business as normal just from home, starting to move our equipment home, starting to work from
home for that two weeks.

[12:41]
TW:

And so, when it turned out to be longer than two weeks, I do know that the decision was made to
move to remote classes, as you mentioned, and a lot of students decided to move out of student
housing and return home. How did that affect your office’s activities?

SB:

We’re lucky because we were preemptively streaming several of our activities that were feasible
to stream. I mean, I've worked in tech, again, for a long time, and so I started streaming stuff to
YouTube and Twitch and that sort of thing in 2014. I was looking into it from then, so we
dabbled with that. So, we had an understanding of how to reach people remotely if we needed to
as far as--and that works for some events. That works for an event where it’s a production or a
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performance or that type of thing. It doesn’t really necessarily work with a Bingo game or a
dance. You can’t quite translate that over virtually.
So, we did a lot of brainstorming in that aspect. I was looped in pretty early into a lot of meetings
with risk management, other people like that to discuss options that we could do, to brainstorm
things we could do. It felt very much, for that first month if not the first six weeks, probably until
the end of April until commencement time, that we would get updates daily. It felt very much like
decisions were being vetted, reviewed, scrutinized, and made daily.
And it was interesting for me because we had our student body representative, the president that
was with the action committee, with President Cockett and the other VPs and executives of the
university making a lot of these decisions, getting the information from the Center for Disease
and working with Bear River Health and then they would give me that information in other
meetings that I was a part of, and then I’d have to go to my students and explain to them, “Well,
here’s the reality.” And so, a lot of what we were doing in that time was really trying to soften
blows. Collectively, I feel like that’s what we were trying to do in our office at least, is try to
soften the blow. We would consider those students that moved home. I have a niece, for example.
She moved home and she was up here attending, and she actually hasn’t come back to Utah State
since then. So, there was a lot of that that we were very concerned about. I mean, we had
conversations with admissions trying to be strategic over the summer.
But still, I’m going to still reference the six weeks, that we were still considering--I would say
with the big events groups, the event services group and stuff, we were still considering activities
in the summer at that point. We had the Summer Citizens, which is a very largescale program that
brings up several people who were the highest risk with contracting COVID at that point into our
community, so there was a lot of discussions around that. There was discussions around
commencement, what was the right thought to do around commencement? We shut down--we
made the final call about two weeks out for almost all of our events, and so it was a little
trepidations. We would say, “Here we are two weeks away from a concert. Well, let’s see if we
can cancel the contract.” That’s where we were at in most of these instances. We’re two weeks
away from our Robins Award. We went fully digital. We had the MC that we had contracted
record it with a script in their front room on an iPhone, and that’s what we uploaded as our
announcement for the majority of the Robins Awards, which are the major student and faculty
awards, teacher of the year, all that kind of thing that happened that year, 2020.
It was very interesting because that is what it felt like most of the time. We were trying to be so
positive but every two weeks, we’d be canceling the thing that was two weeks down the road.
And the students that I advised, some of them actually went home. They moved home. They got
out of their contracts. We still communicated remotely. They still fulfilled the duties of their
office, but it was probably weekly. There was definitely a different mood each week. And when
we got to that first week of April, everybody kind of realized that this was not going to be short,
and they were really glad they had a spring break prior.
[16:54]
TW:

So, what was the meeting agenda items during the second half of spring semester for these
student government weekly meetings?
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SB:

So, we actually did--it was all brainstorming, trying to figure out how we could reach students in
creative ways. So, the main factor that happened is we would take something that we previously
had done and just do it 100% online. So, for an example, we do paint nights where we have some
students come in, they can sit down and watercolor, and we have an instructor with an overhead
projector or whatever camera showing them, doing a painting demonstration. So, instead of
having it in person, we had the option of people to come pick up supplies. And then on their own,
because that was part of the social distance and everything, they could come pick up supplies or
they could just have their own supplies, and then we had an hour and a half with Q and A with a
student doing a painting demonstration.
We did do a virtual dance. Wasn’t super popular, but we had a playlist that we gave to students.
We allowed them to dance with us at the same time. We did--and using the platforms that were
free or convenient or that we already had access to at that time, because we were still using
WebEx, I think. We were using a lot of Cisco at that time. So, we would just use several things. I
actually purchased a new software that could stream things to multiple social media platforms,
and so we could stream the same thing at multiple times, and we could still have chat in one
location.
Yeah, we saw definitely a significant drop off with engagement though with students for all of the
reasons. I mean, I can’t just point to the one reason, but the one reason is that we were told to not
close campus, but have remote class, have remote work.

[18:57]
TW:

So, with the curtailing of the events, cancellation of some events, was there ever any discussions
in that spring semester of returning any student funding that was given to the student involvement
and leadership center?

SB:

Yeah, there was. Most of the discussion was the expression was why that wouldn’t happen if that
makes sense, and the best example is student fees fund programs that exist whether every
individual student will use it or not, and it’s the same example of taxes. There are people who pay
taxes for elementary schools when they moved into a community and had never had a child in
elementary school, that type of thing. So, a lot of it was that type of discussion, just the real
understanding of, “We understand. These fees pay salaries. These fees pay for buildings. They
pay for utilities for buildings. They pay for maintenance.”
So, a lot of it came up in that way. And I’m not going to pretend like there wasn’t a lot--I didn’t
personally feel a lot of negativity around that. We would see articles all the time. We’d share
them with staff, and we’d share them with students about other places having those issues, but I
feel like we--I mean, I don't know the exact numbers, but I feel like we got people back into our
recreation facilities pretty quick, and I think they sought access - very, very controlled access but--and we were still doing giveaways. We’d transitioned a lot to taking the funding that we
normally would’ve spent on the facilities or that type of thing for our events to do giveaways and
gift cards and support local restaurants and stuff because a lot of them were closed down, so buy
the gift card now, you can use it later.
So, we looked at a lot of the ways to do that and give back, and we had those discussions with
people that did have concerns or complaints about having their fees refunded, yeah.
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[21:00]
TW:

So, I was just also wondering if at any point, maybe even not that spring but the next academic
year, if student government, if the leadership center ever received any of the Covid federal
funding to help with extra at-large expenses that came up because the pandemic or to fill in a gap
where maybe the revenue stream was less than it would be in a normal year?

SB:

Yeah, that’s a great question. I think we put in several offers for CARES funding to get supplies
that could help us connect with students in a safe--it was all geared around keeping that safe
distance, so social distance, physical distance, whatever you want to call it of the six feet. So,
things that we were awarded were the ability--we got a couple light tower generators so we could
do more things outside because it was a lot easier to do things outside in that space. We were
awarded turn styles that we could better calculate people that were coming into locations and
coming to our events so we could actually limit that and also ID card readers for students with
card IDs so they could do it touchless, that kind of thing.
So, a lot of that. Is there anything else? Those were the things that we actually did receive funding
for, and we still are in possession of. Yeah, pretty cool, and very helpful. Very practical, actually.
We were able to use those fairly quick in that fall because that fall year, we programmed. We did
in-person things. They were limited. They were social distanced, but we programmed in the fall.
We did everything. the only event we did not do was the day in the quad event, which was a very
large community gathering on the quad. We looked at a lot of different ways to do it but at that
point, there was a surge in August. There was a lot of concern about bringing the students back in
that fall. But everything else, we started the program.
And it’s interesting about the student fees. I don't know if this answers the question fully because
I feel like you were leaning into that when you started, but the student fees were reduced, and
things were taken into tuition based on the 2021 year technically, which was the 2020 group of
officers. And significantly reduced, actually. I can’t remember the exact number. Again, I can
look it up. It’s well-documented on the website, but somewhere around $100 to $120 was taken
into tuition because there was groups that were being fee-funded and from the Utah legislature
and President Cockett and some of the students, they really looked at that and scrutinized it at this
time when people were having the complaints of, “Refund our fees,” and said, “Well, let’s look at
what’s actually being funded by fees.”

[23:48]
TW:

Well, and I was going to ask about the revenue angle or aspect of this, if it did affect any of the
programming that your office or that student government through the summer and into the fall
semester, made impact in some real or significant way?

SB:

It actually didn’t because what happened was, we had those six, seven weeks where we were
planning initiatives and activities, and the money that were going to get spent on that wasn’t
spent. We were able to get out of most of our contracts and because of that, we talked to the
students, and they voted, and they had--because they control where these budgets go, and the
student body officers voted that that could carry over, which is not something we normally do.
Normally, it’s not a carryover type of funding. The fees, we use them, or we don’t carry them
over.
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So, yeah, so, we actually didn’t have as much of an issue with that. We had--not a surplus. I don’t
want to pretend like it was a ton of money, but it was enough that we were ready for enrollment
numbers to be, which was our perception in the summer of 2020, to be lower, that we could still
provide those high-quality opportunities for students in our program.
TW:

I also know that in the summer of 2020 and the fall of 2020 being a library administrator that if
we were going to hold any in-person events, we’d have to file a form that had answered questions
from the protocols that the COVID taskforce put together and the stabilization committee and the
action committee, and I’m wondering if your office helped the student government with some of
those submissions, especially that fall semester?

[25:42]
SB:

Yes. The answer is yes. The long answer is I actually was one of the people that they brought in
initially to help make that form with risk management and with legal and making sure that we
were touching as many bases and making it as universal as possible. I’m not going to pretend like
you used the exact one that I helped make. I never worked harder to do a job that I know how to
do than last year filling out--or two years ago I guess now - gosh, thank goodness - than that 2020
fall of doing those forms and basically begging to do my job. It was something that just took an
immense amount of time.
I’m not going to pretend it made us worse. It probably made us better because we had to plan
more details farther out. It made us less dynamic. I would say that, which wasn’t necessarily a
problem because we were in the point of space of trying to maintain one, actual safety for
students like masks, best practices, all that type of thing, but then also perceived safety. We didn’t
want the community to look at the university and say, “Oh, they’re doing this thing. Why are they
doing this thing? They’re putting our community at risk,” and so, there was two factors that we
were definitely working toward. We had those goals in our mind the whole time. And those forms
helped, but they were tedious at best.

TW:

So, in the fall semester, what was the student demand for events that you would normally hve?
Was it reduced because of all the restrictions or protocols that were in place? How did and could
you manage the expectations of students on campus in the fall and spring of 2020, 2021?

[27:45]
SB:

Yeah, the fall was very interesting because there were several students, specifically the first-year
students that were coming in having felt a little robbed of their high school experience, their
senior experience in high school. They were--I don’t want to say insatiable, but they were very
excited for opportunities. I believe and I feel like we did a really good job because what we
would do is we would take our larger-scale events and we would pare them down in size, but we
would do them with more frequency.
That was our main adaptation for this. And we would control more the individuals that could
come to those events. So, we would take an event like our high-stakes Bingo event which
normally is 960 students in the ballroom on tables and chairs, [unclear]. We already had been
doing two sessions of that event and we took it and put it on the spectrum so that we could have
the social distance. Still the same numbers; still the same type of prize. We tried to create the
same environment. Didn’t quite work.
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One of the best things that happened to us was when athletics started using the process of saying,
“You can sit in groups of four to six.” That helped us immensely because then prior to that, we
were having people sit in a single chair six feet apart, and I would have couples come in or dates
come in or just roommates come in. They’re like, “What? We live together. Let us sit next to each
other,” and it was a hard argument to say, “No, you can’t.” So, that was a big benefit for the
actual environment that students had at those, and that made a big shift. That was probably
October. Probably took us about four weeks to get into that point where students were allowed to
say and register, “I’m registering my group. We’re coming in together. We’re going to occupy
this space together. We’ll stay safe.”
We did a lot of outdoor things. We still did the food truck fair on the quad. We still fed over
1,000 students at that. We still did our carnival in that aspect. And that’s where we pivoted, right?
We would do the big stuff more often on a smaller scale. Yeah.
[30:02]
TW:

And I’m going to backtrack for a second. So, when typically are student elections held at USU?

SB:

In February. So, the students that were elected to represent the students in 2020, 100% everyone
was pre-pandemic. We get our student officers selected prior to spring break, and spring break--it
was the week after spring break when we went into remote.

TW:

So, how did the student elections go in February of 2021 and how did you manage it in the midst
of the Covid pandemic?

SB:

Yeah. I mean, in a similar way. We didn’t do as many in-person debates or activities that way.
We did them virtually, or we got a big enough venue to have enough space. We got really good at
having mask distributions, requiring masks, and social distance at our indoor events. We couldn’t
require them at the outdoor events, and I can’t remember when the Utah legislature said you can’t
do mask mandates. I feel like that was the spring of 2021.
And again, we had just adapted at that. We were still like, “Masks are welcomed. They’re not
required.” We would do our concerts in pods. We would have a little fenced off area, again,
where we’d have just the family group. And then we also adjusted our elections to--we got a
brand-new software, and it was actually really successful. We adjusted where they could
campaign slightly. We just spaced out the campaign area a little bit, but it operated pretty close to
normal because most of the campaign is done outdoors. So, I’m trying to think if we did anything
really different than that? No, I don’t think so.

TW:

In these weekly senate and executive committee meetings, were those still held in person during
the academic year of 2020-2021? What was the format for those?

[32:06]
SB:

Yeah, they were held in person because we actually have a big enough space where they meet in
our senate chambers that the most, I think it was, allowed at that point was 12 people indoors in
that space, and we’d always have less than 12, but then they also had the Zoom option. They
wrote a resolution and changed their own operating procedures as students to say a Zoom option
is a viable option if an individual can’t attend and if somebody wants to attend, that if we have
more than the 12 individuals for that.
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So, yeah. We maintained those. There as probably four to five that were 100% remote on Zoom at
that point because August 2020 is when we changed over to the Zoom license. But other than
that, they were held in person if they were being held.
TW:

Then I’m curious about how student government assisted in the USU response to Covid. Were
student leaders or were student groups around campus or throughout the state asked to be
involved in masking up, keeping social distancing, washing your hands, all the public health PR
that the university put out? How was student government or was it involved in any of that?

SB:

Very significantly, actually. If you go back and look at some of the archived things, it’s our
student body president, Sammy Ahmed who’s one of the main masked-up characters. I think out
of the models that they used for that, I think four of them were student body officers. So, they
were run in that way. They were brought into the videos that were produced. We actually had
our spirit squad, which is the Aggiettes and the cheer squad and Big Blue who was in our
department because they weren’t going to be allowed to cheer at athletic events. They were
brought in--I can’t remember the exact term. I feel like it was health ambassadors, and they
were assigned specific tasks to go to spaces, represent good hygiene, mask wearing and that
kind of thing, and then also answer questions. So, if people came in, we would refer them to
those health ambassadors, which was the cheer squad that had been selected that year.
A lot of what we were able to do was guided through the action committee and that
relationship that they had with the student body president. Yeah, I’m trying to think of anything
else, but those are the two really significant things because those individuals within our spirit
squad are scholarshipped students. So, they were still practicing, but they also couldn’t provide
their duties as per their scholarship, and so that was the pivot that we did.

[35:04]
TW:

And I’m also curious about the mental health messages that were going out. “Take care of
yourselves.” I know they were doing this for faculty and staff at USU, but was student
government, was your center involved in spreading the word amongst the student population
with all the added stress and anxiety around the pandemic?

SB:

Yeah. I feel like--I don't know where it was but technically, Utah State was quoted as one of the
best universities, top 10 or something. I can’t remember where that [unclear] was, but that was
something that was quoted, and that was something that was looked at, was that consideration
for mental health. And yes, we had students that we had to help personally.
One of the things that we helped do was do more traffic for the virtual counseling. It actually
was a big help for our CAPS (Counciling and Physcology Services) center where they were able to
receive more students. They were able to actually meet because they had less of a time crunch.
For in-person meetings, they could do the Zoom meetings, and they could actually have shorter
waitlists. So, that was a really neat thing that happened with that. We helped promote that
aspect. And we were constantly--I don’t want to say tongue in cheek, but we were very realistic
about what the pandemic was. And so, when we would talk about our events, we’re like, “Look,
it sucks right now. Come take a moment and be with us and try to forget about it. Take a
moment to do this. If you can’t do it virtually, come be safe with us.”
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So, we were very much promoting it in that way, of “Be realistic about how you’re feeling.” And
the obviously, with the campaigns that the university was putting out, our students were
involved with that. I don't know if our Blue Light Media team produced several of those, but
within our student media aspect of the department, we have an in-house media production
group which houses the Statesmen, Blue Light Media, Aggie Radio. They have a marketing group
[unclear].
And that is something I actually did not mention about the Covid CARES. We did get funding
from Covid CARES to make a remove broadcasting unit and get that hardware with cameras and
a unit they can broadcast remotely, and they have a lot of jobs that came through and they
broadcast a lot of our activities. And we did host a mental health week still within that in March.
Yeah, I should keep a better journal. I’m trying to think of all the things we did. It’s almost--I
don’t want to pretend like it was traumatic to the point that I forgot it, but it’s one of those type
of things where you forget some of the things that you were doing in the moment because you
were just trying to get through them.
[37:52]
TW:

And I imagine being a mentor and helping students through college life, which in normal times
can be a lot for a student, that this was a period of time when you had to use extra resources
and energy to help the students during some of those dark days as well as the duration of the
pandemic.

SB:

Yeah, and we’re still feeling effects of it slightly. We’re finally getting to the point where
students are realizing that they are having the student experience because I think that’s what
they--and we talked about this often. We talked about how we lost the celebration with the
seniors that were leaving the undergraduates and the graduate students that were completing
their degrees, and then we also lost the initial engagement with those first-year students. And it
was like there was two lost years of students, and we talked about that often. We talked about
how in this last year, in 2021, we talked about how can we make sure that we’re treating these
sophomores to the same types of experiences that they missed out on in 2020? We talked about
that a lot.
And the seniors, the same thing. We talked about how can we reach out to these alumni now
and make sure that they remember the great experiences they have, and they don’t feel let
down in some of those other aspects? With individual students that I personally work with on a
daily basis, I mean, it was--the best salve for the suffering were that we were in it altogether.
We would constantly remind ourselves and this isn’t something that an oppressor or an
administrator or even any other aspect was putting on us. This was something that was
universal, this invisible threat, and we’re all in it together trying to navigate it and do the best
we could.
I mean, I sat in front of the executives of the university, I don’t want to say begging, but asking
that we can do our activities in certain ways and luckily, people saw logic in a lot of it. And I have
not heard--and we did a lot of-- we catalogued everybody that was attending our events for the
instance if we had an outbreak for contact tracing, and there was not a single one of our events
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that they identified an outbreak or any sort of disbursal of the disease at that point, so that was
pretty neat. That kind of showed that we were taking it serious and that we were successful in
taking it serious whereas in the community, there were several things that they’re like, “Oh, my
gosh. They’re having these things in the community that aren’t safe, and it’s the college
students.” And we’re like, “No, it’s individuals in the community doing it, not the college
students. They might be attending, but at Utah State, we are taking it serious.”
So, it was hard. I’m not going to lie. The hardest thing was taking a student who had an
expectation in their mind when they ran for an office or applied for a position in that February
timeframe, as we talked about, and telling them they’re not going to have it in the way that they
were perceiving it because that group of student body officers from fall 2020 to 2021 spring did
not have the normal experience of a student body officer and did not have the tenure that they
could’ve if they would’ve been the year before or even this year compared. So, that was the
biggest struggle, helping them not feel dissatisfied or disappointed with that aspect.
[41:34]
TW:

So, this is a good point to ask about comparing and contrasting the first year of the pandemic
with the second one. You had already mentioned that the state legislature had put legislation
together to ban the mandatory requirement of wearing masks, and I know signs around campus
went from mask wearing mandatory to mask being something that is strongly encouraged to
most of those signs in most places aren’t even around anymore. And we have the vaccines and
people feel like with the various variants of the virus, that things are being more and more
normal, but could you compare and contrast the first year, the 2020-2021 and 2021-2022 from
your office and your perspective?

SB:

Yeah. What happened for us is there was a lot of - we talked about this a little bit - of the form
filling out, the asking for permission, the heavy, heavy planning for small groups to come up.
That was something that was very constant in the fall 2020 and the spring of 2021. But when the
mask mandate was revoked or the ability to have a mask mandate in the public space,
something that really was hard was the legislature, and I could be wrong so if I misquote it, I
apologize, but the legislature basically said you have to have 70% of your stuff in person in the
fall of 2021, but you can’t require people to wear masks.
And so, our issue was, “That’s wonderful, but we don’t have the space to put--” and that’s
academics. I’m just talking about that, not even the events. We don’t have the space to put
people safely in at a 70% rate of in-person classes without being able to say, “Wear a mask,”
according to our standards of safe hygiene during this pandemic. So, that was something really
interesting that got talked about a lot, a lot, a lot. Luckily, we really went hard in the aspect of,
“Let’s do stuff outdoors so that people do feel safe. Let’s give people who do not feel safe
options to participate virtually as much as possible.”
We purchased software that was for scavenger hunts, the type of scavenger hunts you can do
on an app, and you can participate in an event and still be very social with the other students.
That’s something we’d never done. That was something we pivoted to. Gosh, I got to stop saying
pivot, but that was the word we used all the time. Something that we used that when we were
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not--so, we did that through 2020 into 2021 in the spring. When we came into the fall, I had a
couple of returning officers and they said, “We don’t want to do that anymore. That’s dumb,”
and so we really went full-fledged into the in-person aspects of it as much as we could because
it was kind of an unbridling almost where you had the mask mandate and you had all these hard
requirements, but we didn’t have to do the same paperwork, we didn’t have the mask
mandates where we could say, “Okay. We’re going to make it still safe. We’re going to have the
ability to have hygiene. We’re going to have space for people to social distance if they want to
social distance, but we’re going to plan more for these individuals to be able to have the
experience that they want to have based around what their personal perceptions are,” because
that’s what changed. People went from feeling controlled in all of that to, “I get to control
myself how to perceive this.” For better or worse, that gave students more of an opportunity to
have a more general student experience.
And personally, if we’re doing the personal note, I was conflicted. I was an individual who
volunteered so that I could get the vaccine early because I wanted to protect myself. I have a
history of cancer, so I wanted to--I’m not going to pretend I’m immunocompromised, but I was
very nervous about that, and I was a very fervid mask-wearing individual. And then the vaccines
came out and we kind of let down a lot of our guard, and it actually turned out that I tested
positive for Covid and had Covid in October of 2021, and it was a big surprise. It was prior to me
being allowed to get the booster was, I think a big part of it because I had got the vaccine so
early in March of 2021. And it was from one of my students who tested positive, and it was just
that interaction that we had one on one was enough for me to test positive, and most of my
family tested positive at that point.
So, it was an interesting time because we didn’t have the ability to enforce the hygiene like we
did the year prior. And at that point, whether it’s the university--I don’t want to pretend it’s me
but collectively, we made a decision of, “Let’s give the students the best opportunity to have the
student experience that we normally would give them,” if that makes sense. It was more
stressful, I believe. I worked the hardest probably the 2020-2021 spring, but it was more
stressful, the aspects, just this last fall in 2021. And then January, especially, was a very stressful
time. Most of our volunteers, it swept through our groups. I think most people contracted it,
and it was just not the same as the year prior where if somebody would’ve got it, it would’ve
been the full quarantine of the whole office and that type of thing. It was more, “Let’s go get
tested. Let’s see who actually needs to quarantine or isolate and then go from there.”
And a lot of that was based on the information of the people that are the highest risk of death
are not the people that we’re serving on the campus per se as the students that are coming to
our activities, but that kind of goes in the face of the objective of keeping the entire campus safe
because there’s plenty of people on campus that are in the higher-risk space. So, yeah. But it
felt--do I want to be quoted saying this? It felt like we couldn’t do anything to protect ourselves
because we didn’t have the ability to mandate, require, or anything like that on campus, so we
kind of just did the best we could and still afforded the students the option. I guess that’s the
best way to summarize how that felt last fall.
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And now, we’re kind of in the same boat. We have an activity coming up this Friday. Our normal
capacity for the space that will be in the activity is 4,000 people but we’re capping it at 2,500.
Those are some of the compromises we’re still enforcing and still working through. Even though
we could have the extra 1,500 people, we’re doing it at a 60% capacity. So, we’re still conscious
of what’s happening, but collectively, I think there’s been a lot of fatigue. But I do believe even
during the harshest moments, the most restricted moments, we still tried our darndest to be
able to give students something to do. Were all of them able to do it? No. Was our engagement
as high? No. Has our engagement been the highest it’s ever been in my experience this last
year? Yes. We’ve had the highest turnout of students at our large-scale activities that we are
factoring that in in my experience, my history here since 2004 at Utah State University.
[49:55]
TW:

That’s interesting. Let me bring in Tameron Williams, who’s the Covid graduate intern on the
project. Tameron, did you have a question?

TGRW: Two real quick for you. So, speaking to those dual-delivery methods, you talk about trying to
account for those who still don’t feel comfortable attending these large things with Zoom and
other digital delivery methods. How many of those do you see carrying over long term or even
just short term just the next year or two?
SB:

Yeah. I mean, personally, I’m a big advocate of streaming, one for the recording of it. YouTube
had pretty decent captioning nowadays, which is great. It’s a wonderful thing for us to point
people to if they’re planning it or they just want to know more about something. So, anything
that is something that is not directly interactive we will be broadcasting, yes. And actually, that
is one of the better things that’s happened for our department as a whole with the pandemic, is
that we were able to get a little bit of funding. We’ve also been able to kick in our own for
equipment to broadcast, professionally-style broadcast. So, our student media group which is
run by an advisor but with students as the employees - they’re paid employees - had access to
really cool equipment that they’re able to do broadcasts with, and we’re able to employ these
students while they get great experience and will also be able to broadcast to individuals who
are remote learners anyway, online students or statewide students. They can participate.
For example, we just had our Robins Awards last Friday, and it’s not insane engagement, but
we’ve had over 250 views and we had about 70 concurrent. So, it’s pretty neat that we’re able
to do that, and I will emphasize to maintain that. It’s hard to broadcast a high-stakes Bingo.
Probably not going to happen. Dances, same thing. But the events that are more performancebased or a painting-based or participatory that way, we will continue to broadcast that. I feel
very fervent about that, and we have the ability to do it very well in-house, so we’re lucky that
way.

[52:09]
TGRW: All right. And then speaking broadly about your entire experiences during the pandemic, what
do you feel have been the most significant lessons you’ve taken away personally and
professionally from this event?
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SB:

Wow, you get to ask the deep questions. It’s interesting because there’s part of me that wants
to forget it. There’s part of me that felt like it was a stasis moment in my life. There’s part of me
that is somewhat glad that it happened, that I could grow through it, and we could show that
we’re still capable of being successful and coming together in some sort of way. So, the benefit
has been the realization that we can get through difficult things in that aspect and also, we don’t
have to things exactly how they’ve always been done.
One of the best examples is The Howl is pretty famous up here at Utah State University. We
didn’t do a Howl in the sense that we had in previous years, but we relabeled. We had a
comedian coming, several drive-in spooky horror movies, that kind of stuff. We did those things
instead and labeled them as The Howl, and it was great. And we impacted students, we engaged
students, we helped them create memories in that way.
Personally, what I've discovered is that things will turn out if you give them the right amount of
effort, which I don't know if I really understood prior, and let me explain that. Basically, what I’m
trying to say is that we muscled some stuff through. We really worked hard to get access to
students to have them be engaged, and we begged. Just bottom line, we begged to have the
ability to have students come to our activities and do them in a way, obviously, that was safe
and that the administration and the university felt was a good idea, and we were right. It was a
little bit vindicating that way.
I do know that leisure is important. I mean, I’m not going to lie, I've worked in entertainment
and production and events for a long time. I’m pushing - what? - 15 years now? Anyway, but
people still need it. You think that you don’t, and you think that all we need is the base: food,
shelter, all those kinds of things. But for society to live in close proximity together, people need
to have opportunities to relax, engage with each other, learn something new, be entertained,
and make memories and have experiences.
So, it does matter. I’m not going to pretend like everything I do is perfect and matters all the
time, but it does matter for the experience of college students. Even though it was hard to pull
off during the pandemic and even though some people tend to scrutinize co-curricular activity at
a campus as something that’s superfluous, not necessary. So, I don't know if that answers the
question or not, but.

[55:42]
TGRW: Thank you.
TW:

So, is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with the Covid pandemic at
Utah State University?

SB:

Hopefully, we don’t have to do something like this again. We’ll be ready for it if we do. I will say
that it gave me a better understanding for administrators on campus and students of
sometimes, we just make the best decision with the information we have. And if you get hung
up on, “Oh, you made this decision prior, and that was a bad decision,” you can really ruin the
relationships you have and also ruin the accomplishments that have happened.
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And that’s what we need personally--closing statement with the pandemic, we personally need
to remember that we are just trying. We’re all just trying. And hopefully, we have the good
interests of those around us and our community at heart when we’re trying. Not everybody
always will. But if we can maintain that collectively--and I feel like we did that at Utah State
University. I feel like they did a pretty dang good job with the information we had. I can point to
very few things where I say, “You did that wrong,” because we did the best we could with the
information we had and the time we had it, so yeah. Thanks for taking the time and listening to
me. I think it’s cool what you all are doing. Yeah, I think it’s good to document the experiences
of people, so appreciate that.
TW:

Mr. Bitner, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing the experiences
during the Covid pandemic at Utah State University.

SB:

You’re welcome. Thank you.
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